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NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 

JOHN STUDDY LEIGH: FIRST 

FOOTSTEPS IN EAST AFRICA? 

Harold G. Mdrcus and Melvin E, Page 

On January 8, 1892 John Studdy Leigh rose in a meeting room of the 
California Academy of Science building in San Francisco to deliver the 
inaugural lecture of the Geographical Society of California.' His talk on 
"Somali Land, or the Eastern Horn of Africa" described a journey along 
the coast and into the interior of Somalia. Much of the exposition con- 
cerned his adventures and observations on a trip to Harar, made while 
"disguised . . . a s  well as I could, as a Mahometan from India." Leigh also 
remarked that "Sir Richard Burton visited Hurrur in disguise in 1855, 
years after myself."2 This extraordinary revelation, placing Leigh among 
the foremost explorer-adventurers in East Africa, appears to have attracted 
little attention; it was not even mentioned in the San Francisco news- 
papers. Although the Bde t in  of the Geographical Society of California 
circulated on an exchange basis throughout the world (the library of the 
Royal Geographical Society in London still holds the entire run of three 
issues), no comment on Leigh's claim seems to have come from geograph- 

1 John Studdy Leigh to Secretary, Royal Geographical Society, March 8, 1892, Corr. 
Block 1881-1910, Royal Geographical Society Archives [hereafter RGSA). We wish to 
express our thanks to Mrs. M. B. Hughes, archivist of the society, for making p h t e  
copies of the Leigh correspondence available to us. 

2 J. Studdy Leigh, "Somali Land or the Eastern Horn of Africa," Bulletin of the Geo- 
graphical Society of  Cufifornia, I ,  1 (March 1893), 17, 2 5 .  The article was reprinted as 
a pamphlet (San Francisco, n.d.). Although the address first appeared in the Oz>er/and 
Monthly, second series, 19 (1892), 642-656, all subsequent citations will be to the 
version in the Bulletin of the Geographical Society of Califotnia. 
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JOHN STUDDY LEIGH 471 

ical circles. Thus the question raised by his lcxtuc remains: were the 
"first footsteps" in East Africa those of John Sruddy Leigh?3 

Leigh himself is a somewhat elusive historical figure. By his own 
admission he was "born on the same day as Prince Bismarck, viz: the 
1st April 1815."4Although we now know a l m m  nothing of his early 
life, he probably received an education with special emphasis on geology, 
and perhaps ge~graphy.~  These interests led to his election in 1859 to 
membership in the Geological S m i q of London which he retained for 
twenty years.' In the late 1860s and early 1870s he ventured to South 
America, involved in mining ventures in Peru, Bolivia, and perhaps Chile.7 
Returning to London by 1879, he appears to have become familiar with 
the prospects of continued gold mining in the auriferous gravels of 
California's "Mother Lode." Perhaps his interest was whetted by John 
Charles DeVoy, who in 1881 was the London agent for the Cataract and 
Wide West Gravel Mining Company of Calavaras County, California.' 
When Leigh acted upon this new concern is uncertain, but by 1884 or 
1885 he was living in San Francis~o.~ In 1889 he acquired mining rights 

3 Burton claimed to have been the first European to have visited Harar and charac- 
teristically titled his account of the journey First Footsreps in East Africa (London, 
1856). The original but much shorter version appeared as "Narrative of a Trip to 
Harrar," Journal of the R o p l  Geographrc.d Society [hereafter JRGS],  25 (1855), 136- 
150. Burton's contention has been widely accepted by modern scholars; for example, see 
Fawn M. Brdie ,  The Devil Drives: A Lrfe o f  Sir Richard Burton (New York, 1967), 
106, and Caroline Oliver, "Richard Burton: The African Years," in Robert I. Rotberg, 
ed., Africa and its Explorers (Camb~idge. Mass., 1970), 69. 

4Leigh to Secretary, Royal Ckographcal Society, March 8, 1892, Corr. Block 1881- 
1910, RGSA. 

5 It seems likely that Leigh, then only eighteen, was the co-author of a brief geological 
article: J. Leigh, Esq. and E. W. Binny, Esq., "Observations on a Patch of Red and 
Variegated Marls containing Fossil Shells at Collyhurst, near Manchester," Proceedings 
of the Geological Society of London, 2 (1833), 391-393; positive affirmation of his 
authorship is lacking. Personal communication from Miss S. R. Pearce for the Geolog- 
ical Society of London. 

6 Miss S. R. Pearce, personal communication. 

7 J. Studdy Leigh, "Peruvia, Bolivia and Chile," Overland Monfibly, second series, 
3 (1884), 527-541. 

8 Agreement between the Cataract and Wide West Gravel Mining Company and 
Benjamin B. Harrison, September 24, 1881, in Agreements, Book E, Calavaras County, 
California, Recorders Office [hereafter CCRO], 264-266. Also see Revocation of Power 
of Attorney, Cataract and Wide West hlining Company to John Charles DeVoy, Jan- 
nary 3, 1882, in Agreements, Book E, CCRO, 263-264. On the mining of the region, 
see Mark B. Kerr, ed., Mining Resourcei of Ca/atwras County (n.p., 1898). 

9 Leigh presented his first geographical lecture in San Francisco early in 1884 but is 
not known positively to have been a resident until the following year. See Langley's 
Sun Francisco Directory, 26th edition (1885), 716. 
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and an option to buy the Cataract and Wide West mines,1° which he 
promptly transferred to the Leigh Gravel Mining The dig-
gings were unprofitable,' and Leigh admitted early in 1892 that his "im- 
portant business" in California "has hitherto been an unsuccessful one."13 
In July 1893, shortly after his apparent business failure, Leigh resigned 
as secretary of the Geogr,iphical Society of California and passed into 
obscurity.'* 

It was probably his abiding interkt in geology, and perhaps geography, 
which led the ytx~thful k i g h  to journey to eastern Africa. During the 
1820s, employed as commercial agent by the London firm of Newman 
Hunt and Christc)pher,l5 he traveled along the coast from South Africa to 
Berbera16 and perhaps to India as well.17 He may have lived for a time 
on Madagascar, representing his firm's interests at the entrep8t of Ma- 
junga.18 He claimed to have been present at the British "capture" of 

10 Agreement between the Cataract and Wide West Gravel Mining Company and 
J. S. Leigh, June 29, 1889, in Agreements, Book F, CCRO, 461-463. 

11Agreement betwen J. Studdy Leigh and Leigh Gravel Mining Company, July 12, 
1889, in Agreements;, Bodc G, C:CRO,1. The Leigh Gravel Mining Company was in- 
corporated on July 8, 'I889 and issued 100,000 shares of capital stock at ten dollars per 
share. This information is derived from stock certificates numbered 73, 126, and 155 in 
the possession of Mr. and Mrs. J. G. Millsfield, Reseda, California. 

12After reverting to their previous owners, the mines were sold at auction for delin- 
quent taxes on June 30, 1893. <:&laurnasProspect, July 1, 1893, 3. 

13 Leigh to Secretqr, Royal Geographical Society, March 8, 1892, Corr. Block 1881- 
1910, RGSA. 

1 4  San Francisco Cdl ,  December 26, 1893, 9. W e  have been unable to locate any rec- 
ord of Leigh's death. Due to the earthquake and fire of 1906, few death records or 
cemetery reports for Siin Francisco remain; a survey of those located at the California 
State Library, Sacrarnerito, and the Department of Public Health, San Francisco, did riot 
reveal Leigh's name. Neither does the hest, though admittedly incomplete, record for 
Calavaras County, Edith Jmsm et al.,California Mother Lode Recordf: C d a v a r a ~  Coutlty 
(n.p., 1962). A search of the records for the period between July 1893 and June 1898 
found in the General Register Oftice, London, also proved negative. W e  wish to thank 
Mrs. Marian Marquardt of San Francisco for her assistance in several of these searches. 

15 Norman R. Bennett and George E. Brooks, Jr., eds., New England ~ e r c h a n f s  in 
Africa: A History through Docnments, 1802-1865 (Boston, 1965), 190-19i., 200. Al- 
though the document cited, the journals of American consul at Zanzibar Richard P. 
Waters, refers both to a Mr. Lee and a Mr. Leigh, there is no doubt from the conttxt 
and the chronology that they are ehe same person, John Studdy Leigh. 

16 J~Studdy Leigh, 'Zanzibar and the Eastern Horn of Africa," Overland Monthly, 
second series, 16 (1887), 70-8'7. This paper was read originally on January 20, 1885 
before the Geographrciil Society ,of the Pacific. San Francisco Daily Examiner, Januaq 
21, 1885, 3. The journey from Brava to Berbera is described in Leigh, "Somali Land," 
11-12. 

17 On June 16, 1885 Leigh leciured before the Geographical Society of the Pacific on 
"The Political Aspexts of India," but does not seem to have published the paper. Tratss-
cictions and Proceedingc of the Geogrdphicul Society of the Pacific, 2 (1891). 

1s Bennett and Brooks, N e w  Eisgland Merchants, 190. 
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Aden,'' which would have placed him near the Horn in late 1838 or 
early 1839,?' and in July 1839 he visited Mozambique, exploring "the 
principal of the numerous mouths of the river Zambezi."" He often called 
at Zanzibar, and in 1840 stayed for a short time on the island, a guest of 
the Sultan and his court.'%uring these years he also stopped at Mayotte, 
one of the Cornom, remaining on the island for several days of rest and 
obse~yat ion.~~At every point he seems to have satisfied his "desire to ex- 
plore regions little known," making geological and geographical observa- 
tions on the coast and up  various rivers "some little distance inland," 
generally in small boats which were placed at his disposal.24 

Leigh's contemporaries accepted his travels in eastern Africa as con- 
tributing to the furtherance of geographical knowledge, in recognition of 
which he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society in 
1845.25 Three years later he responded by reading and then publishing 
his papers on the Zan~bezi mouth and Mayotte. The papers drew imme- 
diate praise from the president of the society, W. J. Hamilton, who twice 
mentioned Leigh's contributions while surveying the society's role in 
geographical endeavor." Since then, the two articles generally have been 
accepted in academic circles; a recent survey of nineteenth-century travel 
literature on the Comoro Islands has praised the description of Mayotte 
as "the only good account of the life of the islanders."" 

Leigh's most fascinating and controversial article, however, remains his 
account of a trip to Harar in 1838 or 1839. After witnessing the conquest 
of Aden, he traveled to Berbera, where he was received with great curios- 

19Leigh, "Smali  Land," 12. 
20 R. Hughes Thomas, Treaties, Agreements, and -Engagements between the Honor- 

able East Indian Company and fibe N d i v e  Pritzces, Chiefs, and States (Bombay. 1851), 
283-285, and James 0. Lunt, T h e  Barren Rocks of Aden (New York, 1966), 39. The 
probable terminui ante quem for his journey was mid-February, 1839. Bennett and 
Brooks, N e w  England Merchants, 200, 209. 

21 T. [sic] S. Leigh, "A Visit to the River Zambai,"  JRGS, 19 (1849), 1-17. J. S. 
Leigh's authorship is confirmed in Leigh to Dr .  Norton Shaw, June 11, 1849, Corr. 
Block 1841-1850. RGSA. 

22 Leigh, "Zanzibar," 72-73, 76. 
2V.[sic] S. Leigh. "Mayotta and the Comoro Islands," JRGS, 19 (18491, 7-17. 

Authorship confirmed in Leigh to Shaw, June 11, 1849, Corr. Block 1841-1850, RGSA. 
24 Leigh, "River Zambai,"  1 ;  Leigh, "Zanzibar," 76, 78, 83-84; Leigh, "hlayotta," 8. 
2 W o t e  clipped to Leigh to Secretary, Royal Geographical Society, March 8, 1892, 

Corr. Block 1881-1910, RGSA. Leigh's name first appears on the list of members of the 
society in 1845. JRGS, 15 (1845),  xxix. 

26 Annual Presidential Addresses of 1848 and 1849, JRGS, 18 (1848), xxx-viii, and 
JRGS, 19 (1849). nliu. 

2' Barbara Dub~ns, "Nineteenth-Century Travel Literature on the Comoro Islands: A 
Bibliographic Essay," African Studies Bulletin, 12 (1969), 142. 
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ity, "the first European that has visited . . . within . . . recolle~tion."'~ 
The Englishman's attention soon turned to Berbers's economic life, The 
port was inhabited only during the six months of the southwest monsoon, 
from October to April. Ardb, Zanzibari, and Banyan traders eagerly rnet 
the caravans that came from Harar and further south, all of which Lergh 
found "interesting" Commercial items included mocha-type coffee, "by 
which name it is known in Europe and elsewhere, and believed to come 
from Arabia," hjdes and skins, ivory, ostrich feathers, frankincense and 
myrrh, rragacanth, gum arabic, and ghee. Leigh also witnessed the arrival 
of a slave caravan which comprised about one hundred Abyssinian girls, 
who were priced from 25 to  125 thalers. All in all, Leigh's information 
about Berbera seems authentic, and there are no glaring mistakes or over- 
sights. He  caught the important facts about the periodic nature of the 
Berbera market, arid the trile origin of much of sucalled Arabian coffee 
that found its way to Europe. He probably did visit Berbera, therefore, 
although he easily could have obtained his data by interviewing merchants 
at Aden. There is, however, no reason not to accept his word. 

At Berbera, the voyager heard much about the difficulties of travel to 
Harar and the dangers involved for Europeans. Leigh concluded that he 
would make the effort to visit the mysterious city, "but not in European 
guise." For his passage he ~rranged with a certain Chief Yusuf and his 
tribe ("whose name I forgot") to pay an advance of cloth and beads, 
and upon return a further Iarge sum, "which should in the meantime be 
deposited in secure hands." One of Leigh's companions was a renegade 
Portuguese Muslim from ( h a  who spoke adequate Somali; Leigh de- 
cided to use him as an interpreter during the caravan trip inland. 

So I disguised rnyseIf as well as I could as a Mahometan from India, and 
being already much sunburnt, passed muster very well with a little addi- 
tional pigment, by blackening my eyebrows and adopting other precau- 
tions, including, of course, the wearing of the turban. . . . I could s p k  
some Hindoostmee as well as Arabic, and could even read as much of 
the Koran as would satisfy any inquisitive Mussulrnan, combined with 
the lessons my friend . . . would give file en route, and I already had 
acquired a considerable knowledge at Zanzibar of Mahometan cere-
monies, includiilg the one special point of their prayer attitudes. 

So that observers would lx~lieve that he had returned to Aden, Leigh 
dispatched his boat across the Red Sea. He then commenced his march 
inland in a sixty-camel caravan accompanied by seventy to eighty men 
and women. 

2 V h i s  and all subsequent citations are from Leigh, "Somali Land," parsim, unless 
otherwise noted. 
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Leigh's description of the road followed and his detailed recounting of 
caravan life certainly rings true, alchough quite possibly he obtained his 
information from informants. He may have blundered by placing the 
Afar (Dankali) along the Zeila-Harar road, even though his sentence 
does indicate his awareness that he traveled outside the limits of Afar 
territory: "Whilst passing to the south of the Danakil or Dankali coun- 
try, we were compelled to keep up a constant watch at night, for this.. . 
tribe are, like the Dyaks of Bornm, not exactly head hunters, but mur- 
derers for the sake of murdering, and boasting of the numbers they have 
slain." The Britisher may have been misinformed about the specific human 
dangers of the caravan route, which largely passed through Ishaak Somali 
country. There is, of course, the real possibility that at this time either 
the Danakil or the Issa Somali nere raiding along the road. Thus, the 
mistake is not exactly egregious and. indeed, authenticity is reinforced by 
Leigh's points of description of jnlmal life, "including now and then 
bands of wild asses.. .which we found. . .almost impossible to approach." 
Finally, one is struck by the credibility of his account of a Galla toll sta- 
tion located just outside of Harar's jurisdiction. The post was garrisoned 
by "a fine body of men armed with spears alone, with features rather 
pleasing than otherwise . . . [whc] greeted us in a friendly manner . . . 
The niain business of the day arsspromptly entered into . . . packages . . . 
opened . . . from which they m;de their selection, resulting . . . in mj, 
having to submit to the loss of one of my three camel loads." 

Close to the destination, "one oi the most fanatical Mahometan cities 
in the world, I began to feel somewhat apprehensive with regard to the 
nature of our reception." He  need not have worried; he and his group 
were treated normally, and only mere "detained for some time at the gate 
whilst the amount of tribute or customs dues were being settled." After 
the formalities, Leigh was taken by some Arab traders to a house similar 
to those found in Brava; Harar nas  full of such wattle, white-washed 
buildings. His hosts served him pilau and kebab, certainly not a tradi- 
tional Harari meal, but one which was eaten by resident foreign Muslim 
merchants and by rich local businessmen. It is strange, however, that 
Leigh only once mentioned hoir?4.i, the mainstay of the traditional Harari 
diet, and then in a discussion about the town's exports. The Englishman 
followed this small oversight n it11 another blunder: "Hurnlr at that time 
was ruled by an emir, or sultan, named Othman." Quite possibly Leigh 
merely had forgotten the emir's correct name, Abu Bakr,'%r perhaps the 

*"he same emir continued to rule Harar at the time of Burron's arrival. Burton, 
First Footjieps, 175. 



476 HAROLD I;. MARCUS & MELVIN E. PAGE 

name Sheikh Othman, a prominent highpoint overlooking the crater area 
of Aden, had been imprinted on his memory; also, there is a white tomb 
to a Sheikh Othrrtan 1ocai-d about two and one-half miles north of Aden, 
near a Turkish-built aquaduct." Whatever the reasons for Leigh's lapse 
of memory, his description of the ruler and his palace seems valid, even 
if marred by ethnocentrism: 

Othman was a man somewhat beyond middle age and of imposing ap- 
pearance, but to my imssibly prejudiced eyes he seemed to have the spirit 
of fanaticism imprinted on his features, rhe resulr, probably, of pride of 
birth as a descendant of the Prophet. His so-called palace was a long, 
low building of one story, and windowless, and the furniture of the 
scantiest description, i.t:., cushions only were arranged round the hall, of 
audience. 

Burton's description diverges little, although differently presented.31 
Leigh found H'arar's street scenes like other eastern cities, "but of 

course with a greater appearance of savagery; veiled women, many with 
upright carriage, balancing large earthen jars of water on their heads." 
The whole statement seems contrived. Muslim women in Harar rarely 
if ever appeared in purdah, and housewives in the town carried water pots 
on their backs, as 1s as generally the case throughout Ethiopia. This serious 
discordancy immeciiately h; balanced, however, by a general description of 
Harar which the Englishman could have obtained only from the evidence 
of his own eyes or from excellent informants; in no way could he have 
derived his information from Burton or from later authors.32 At the time 
of Leigh's visit, rhe town was 

30 Othrnan's tomb was noted as a key feature of the Aden area by at least one of 
Leigh's contemporaries. Staord Bettesworth Haines, "Memoir, to accompany a Chart 
of the South Coast of Arabia, from the Entrance of the Red Sea to Misedt ,"  IRGS, 9 
(1839),  135. 

31 Burron, First Fooi'steps, 174-1 7 5 .  
32None of those who wrote a b u t  Harar include the same descriptive detail as the 

account of Leigh's clairned visit. See C.  P. Rigby, "Remarks on the North-East Coast of 
Africa, and the V;rious Tribes by which it is Inhabited," Transactions of the Bombay 
Geographiral Society, 61 (1841-1844), 66-94; W. Christopher, "Extract from a Journal 
kept during a Partial llnquiry into the Present Resources and State of North Eastern 
Africa, with Memoranda," Tran.r~ctions of the Bombay Geographical Society, 6 (1841- 
1844), 375-402, reprinted in JRGS,14 (1844),  76-103; C. J. Cruttenden, "Memoir on 
the Western or Edoor 'Tribes, inhabiting the Somali Coast of N. E. Africa," Transac-
tions of the Bombay Getographic~l Society, 8 ( 1847-1849), 177-210, reprinted in IRGS, 
19 ( l 8 4 9 ) ,  49-76. After Burton, the chief descriptions of Harar were based primarily 
upon personal observation: Gusrav Adolf Haggenmacher, "Reise in Somali-Lande, 1874," 
Petermanti's Geographi.r~:he Mitteilrlngen, 10 (1875-1876), 1-45 ; G. M. Guilietti, "Viag- 
gio da Zeila ad Harar," Bolfittino dellu Societd Africans d'lta(ia, 6 (1880),  365-382; 
Johann von Muller, "Tagebuch einer Reise dutch das Gebiet der Gadabursi-Somali und 
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surrounded by a stone wall with twenty-four towers, and it was then said 
to contain about 8,000 houses and 500 huts besides no less than five 
mosques, of which the "jami," or cathedral was of considerable dimen- 
sions but of usual simple structure, - with a dome and flat roof sup- 
ported by a number of stone pillars. From the roof was suspended more 
than one ostrich egg, the signification of which I never could ascertain. 

The European did speculate, however, that the population of Harar was 
35,000, an estimate which Burton did not attempt, and one which accords 
well with Egyptian records %om the 1875- 1885 period.33 

Turning his attention to Harar's exports, Leigh again provided a de-
scription which not only seems authentic, but also would appear to indi- 
cate that he was, at least in this regard, a more perceptive observer than 
B ~ ~ r t o n . ~ 'Leigh listed Harar's exports as slaves, ivory, coffee, tobacco, 
sdower ,  mules, wheat, ghee, holcz~s,and ostrich feathers. More impor- 
tantly, Leigh singled out ch'at, a narcotic plant, for special identification: 
"There is one product, unknown elsewhere, that goes by the name of kht 
and g8t, the leaves of which are a favorite stimulant or narcotic." As for 
imports, the Englishman signified that there were "a great many articles 
in exchange, but principally cotton and silk goods, hardware and beads." 
Interestingly, Burton provided a much more complete list of imports: 
American sheeting, cottons, muslins, red shawls, silks, brass, copper sheet- 
ing, cutlery, trinkets, beads and coral, dates, rice, loaf sugar, gunpowder, 
and paper, among other things.35 One can conclude, therefore, that both 
men had some special knowledge of Harar's economy. Burton undoubtedly 
obtained his information through actual experience; Leigh, on the other 
hand, might have derived his information by actual observation or from 
informants that he questioned at Berbera. 

Did Leigh visit Harar as he claimed? This question cannot be answered 
definitively, although it is easy to suggest that he had some specialized 
knowledge of the "mysterious city" not found elsewhere and which might 

Noli-Galla nach Harrar," Zeitschi f t  der Gesellschafi f i r  Erkunde zu Berlin, 19 (1884), 
73-80, 104-122; Philipp Paulitschke, "Reise nach Harar und die nordlichen Galla-
LInder, 1885," Petermann's Geographische Mitteilungen, 31 (1885), 369-384, 460-474; 
Philipp Paulitschke, trans., "Cronistoria dell' insediamento del Governo dell' Harar e 
delle sue dipendenze del Uledivs di Egitto," Bolliiiino della Societi Africizt~a d'libzlia, 
11 (1892), 49-56; Gabriel Ferrand, "Notes sur la situation politique, commerciale et 
religieuse du  Pachalik de Harer et ses dipendances," Bulletin de la Sorihth de Ghogrdphie 
de l'Est, 8 (1886), 1.17, 239-244. 

33 Paulitschke, "Cronistoria dell' insediamento del Governo dell' Harar," 54-56; 
Haggenmacher, "Reise in Somali-Lande, 1874," 43-44. 

34 Burton, Firs1 Foofsteps, 192. 
35 Ibid., 193. 
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have been supplied by his own observations there. He made some mis- 
takes, but they may be attributed to Leigh's powers of recollection as an 
old man, and they are all ea!iily rationalized; moreover, his errors occurred 
only in the small details, never in the more important data. Perhaps the 
most basic doubt 01' his claun derives from the fact that he did not write 
about his extraordinary adventure shortly afterward; he hitherto had 
published the prcaceeds of his explorations, although none of his articles 
appeared until at least ten years after his experiences. Maybe he just never 
found the time to write a b u t  Harar, or perhaps he had lost his travel 
diary, his only documentary evidence, which of course could account for 
his later errors or f'or any reticence in presenting the story to his always 
skeptical gentlemen colleagues of the Royal Geographical Society. By 
1892, at the end ctf a life that had denied him prominent success and 
wealth:' he might have decided to speak about his 1838 (or 1839) ad- 
venture to Harar tcr recapture some of the achievements of his youth. In 
any case, we cannot deduct: that Leigh was the first European to visit 
Harar, but inductively we are left with the alluring possibility that there 
may have been two sets of "first footsteps" into this region. 

36 In 1892 Leigh commented upon his "present slender income." Leigh to Secretary, 
Royal Geographical Society, March 8, 1892, Corr. Block 1881-1.910, RGSA. 


